ELECTROCUTION OF AN ADULT WHITE-TAILED DEER by DePerno, Christopher S. et al.
University of Nebraska - Lincoln 
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln 
The Prairie Naturalist Great Plains Natural Science Society 
3-2005 
ELECTROCUTION OF AN ADULT WHITE-TAILED DEER 
Christopher S. DePerno 
Benjamin J. Bigalke 
Jonathan A. Jenks 
Brian S. Haroldson 
Robert G. Osborn 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/tpn 
 Part of the Biodiversity Commons, Botany Commons, Ecology and Evolutionary Biology Commons, 
Natural Resources and Conservation Commons, Systems Biology Commons, and the Weed Science 
Commons 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Great Plains Natural Science Society at 
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in The Prairie Naturalist by 
an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. 
NOTES 47 
ELECTROCUTION OF AN ADULT WHITE-TAILED DEER -- On 16 May 
2002, an adult female white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginian us) died after 
becoming entangled in an electric fence in southeast Minnesota. The deer (#393) 
was captured 30 January 2000 as part of a cooperative, long-term deer mortality 
study being conducted in southern Minnesota (Bigalke et al. 2002, Brinkman 2003, 
Brinkman et al. 2002). Although fence entanglements occur, they do not account 
for significant losses in white-tailed deer populations (Matschke et al. 1984). Nixon 
et al. (1991) documented mortality of two fawns with broken cervical vertebrae that 
had collided with fences, but did not distinguish the type of fence that caused the 
mortalities. While electric fencing has been shown to be effective in deterring 
movement of white-tailed deer (George et al. 1983), we were unable to find reports 
in the literature of a deer being entangled and dying in an electric fence. 
Radiocollars (Advanced Telemetry System, Isanti, Minnesota) equipped with 
activity and mortality sensors were placed around the neck of each captured deer 
and individual deer were located by ground triangulation two to three times per 
week (Brinkman 2003, Brinkman et al. 2000, DePerno et al. 2003). When the 
mortality signal for #393 was detected, cause of death was determined from field 
necropsy and ancillary evidence 'at the site of the mortality (White et al. 1987). 
On the morning of 16 May 2002, we received a mortality signal from #393 and 
located the animal entangled in a 1.2 m, four-strand smooth wire electric fence (K-
Fence Inc., Zumbro Falls, Minnesota). The top three strands of the fence were 
charged electrically and the bottom strand was the uncharged ground; all strands 
were spaced equally. A low-impedance energizer provided 5,000-7,000 volts of 
power at a three-second pulse rate. The fence was supported by 10 cm x 10 cm x 
1.2 m pressure treated wooden posts placed 5 m apart. Additionally, the fence was 
oriented across the middle of a steep slope (grade = 50 to 75%) along the edge of 
a pasture. Based on the angle of the carcass, we think the animal approached the 
fence from the down slope, attempted to jump uphill, became entangled, and fell 
forward. We think the steep grade combined with the animal jumping uphill 
resulted in the entanglement. The rear legs of the animal were caught between the 
top two strands of wire and the remainder of the animal was touching the ground 
and the uncharged wire. 
Electric current passing through the body can cause irritation, bums, uncon-
sciousness, or immediate death depending upon the strength (amperage) of the 
current, degree of "grounding" (earth contact), duration of the shock, and degree of 
moisture present at the point of contact. Additionally, paralysis to the areas of the 
brain that control breathing might lead to complete cessation of respiration; ventricular 
fibrillation is usually the cause of death (Cooper 1996). Deer #393 had extensive burns 
on both hind legs between the hoof and pelvis. As noted by Cooper (1996), the bums 
were most severe at the points of contact with the electric wires. Field necropsy of the 
animal revealed no additional injuries. Deer #393 was located alive on 14 May 2002, 
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two days prior to the mortality, was pregnant with two female fetuses, and appeared to 
be in excellent condition prior to the accident. The evidence strongly indicates the 
ultimate cause of death was electrocution. 
We thank landowners Ed and Ellen Simon for allowing access to their 
property. We thank J. Tardiff, J. C. Shaw, and S. K. DePerno for comments and 
suggestions on an earlier draft of the manuscript. Publication costs were provided 
by North Carolina State University.--Christopher S. DePerno l , Benjamin J. 
Bigalke, Jonathan A. Jenks, Brian S. Haroldson, and Robert G. Osborn. 
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, Farmland Wildlife Populations & 
Research Group, 35365 BOOth Avenue, Madelia, MN 56062 (CSD, BSH, RGO), 
Department of Wildlife and Fisheries Sciences, Box 2140B, South Dakota State 
University, Brookings, SD 57007-1696 (BJB, JAJ). ICurrent address: Fisheries 
and Wildlife Program, Turner House, Box 7646, North Carolina State University, 
Raleigh, NC 27695-7646. E-mail address: chris_deperno@ncsu.edu 
LITERATURE CITED 
• 
Bigalke, B. 1., C. S. DePerno, 1. A. Jenks, B. S. Haroldson, and 1. D. Erb. 2002. Mortality, 
and movements of white-tailed deer and coyotes in southeast Minnesota. Pp. 21-
33 in Summaries of Wildlife Research Findings 2001. (M. W. DonCarlos, R. T. 
Eberhardt, R. O. Kimmel, and M. S. Lenarz, editors). Section of Wildlife, 
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, St. Paul, Minnesota. 
Brinkman, T. J. 2003. Movement and mortality of white-tailed deer in southwest 
Minnesota. M.S. Thesis, South Dakota State University, Brookings. 
Brinkman, T. 1., C. S. DePerno, 1. A. Jenks, B. S. Haroldson, and 1. D. Erb. 2000. 
Seasonal mortality and movements of white-tailed deer in southwest Minnesota. 
Pp. 1-10 in Summary of Wildlife Research Findings 2000. (M. W. DonCarlos, R. T. 
Eberhardt, R. O. Kimmel, and M. S. Lenarz, editors). Section of Wildlife, 
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, St. Paul, Minnesota. 
Brinkman, T. J., C. S. DePerno, 1. A. Jenks, B. S. Haroldson, and 1. D. Erb. 2002. A 
vehicle-mounted radiotelemetry antenna system design. Wildlife Society 
Bulletin 30:258-262. 
Cooper, J. E. 1996. Physical injury. Pp. 157-172 in Non-infectious diseases of 
wildlife. (A. Fairbrother, L. N. Locke and G. L. Hoff, editors). Iowa State 
University Press, Ames, Iowa. 
DePerno, C. S., B. S. Haroldson, T. J. Brinkman, B. J. Bigalke, C. C. Swanson, 1. L. 
Lajoie, J. A. Jenks, J. D. Erb, and R. G. Osborn. 2003. Survival and home 
ranges of white-tailed deer in southern Minnesota. Pp. 35-54 in Summaries of 
Wildlife Research Findings 2002. (M. W. DonCarlos, R. O. Kimmel, 1. S. 
Lawrence, and M. S. Lenarz, editors). Section of Wildlife, Minnesota 
Department of Natural Resources, St. Paul, Minnesota. 
NOTES 49 
George, J. L., R. G. Wingard, and W. L. Palmer. 1983. Penn State's 5-alive deer 
fence. American Forestry 89:30-32, 59-63. 
Matschke, G. H., K. A. Fagerstone, R. F. Harlow, F. A. Hayes, V. F. Nettles, W. 
Parker, and D. O. Trainer. 1984. Population influences. Pp. 169-188 in White-
tailed deer: ecology and management. (L. K. Halls, editor). Stackpole, 
Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. 
Nixon, C. M., L. P. Hansen, P. A. Brewer, and 1. E. Chelsvig. 1991. Ecology of 
white-tailed deer in an intensively farmed region of Illinois. Wildlife 
Monographs 118: 1-77. 
White, G. c., R. A. Garrott, R. M. Bartmann, L. H. Carpenter, and A. W. Alldredge. 
1987. Survival of mule deer in northwest Colorado. Journal of Wildlife 
Management 51 :852-859. 
Received: 21 July 2004 Accepted: 15 May 2005 
Associate Editor for Mammalogy: Brock R. McMillan 
50 The Prairie Naturalist 37(1): March 2005 
